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The Perfect LE 
 
1. Introduction. 
A lot has already been written about the Mandarin particle le placed at the end of the sentence 
(hereafter: le). There are theories that consider le as a marker of perfect, a marker of 
realization, a change of state marker and a marker of boundary. In this thesis I will provide 
another idea about le. I will argue that le is comparable to the English nonfinite perfect “to 
have + -ed”. In order to make my argument I will begin in section two by explaining the main 
definitions used in this thesis for notions such as ‘tense’ and ‘aspect’. Then in section three I 
will discuss the main features of the English nonfinite perfect. In section four I will argue that 
le has the same characteristics as does the English nonfinite perfect. Then I will put my idea 
to the test and will ask an informant1 questions about sentences with le. The results are 
displayed in section five. And finally, in section six I will conclude that le is a marker 
comparable to the English nonfinite perfect “to have + -ed”.    
 
2. Definitions of ‘tense’ and ‘aspect’ 
Before examining whether le indeed is a marker comparable to the English nonfinite perfect 
“to have + -ed”, a clear understanding of the term ‘perfect’ and a clear distinction with the 
simple past is necessary. Before being able to give an overview of the main differences 
between the perfect and the simple past, I will need to define the notions ‘tense’ and ‘aspect’ 
first. In order to do so, a clear understanding of Reichenbach’s temporal relations (later 
further developed by Klein, 1992) is necessary. 
 
2.1. Temporal relations       
Reichenbach (1947) introduced a system of temporal relations. He made a distinction between 
speech time (S), event time (E) and reference time (R). S being the time of the utterance, E 
being the time at which a certain event/situation occurs and R being the time ‘of some other 
event’. An example will clarify this. In the sentence “When John came to the house, Mary 
was reading a book”, S is the time at which this sentence is uttered, being the ‘now’, E is the 
time of the event of ‘Mary reading a book’ and R is the time of the other event, namely the 
time at which ‘John came to the house’.   
                                                          
1 The informant is Taiwanese, begin thirty and has a master’s degree. 
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 According to Klein (1992) the definition of R given by Reichenbach (1947) is 
insufficient, since there is no ‘other event’ in the following sentence given by Klein (1992) 
“Last year, Chris was in Pontefract.”. That there is no other event, does not mean however 
that this sentence does not have R. According to Klein (1992) R is a topic time, being ‘the 
time span to which the claim made on a given occasion is constrained’. This means that in the 
sentence “Last year, Chris was in Pontefract” E is ‘the being of Chris in Pontefract’, at the 
moment R of ‘last year’ and S is the time of uttering the sentence. Reichenbach’s S, E and R 
are called respectively time of utterance (TU), situation time (SitT) and topic time (TT) by 
Klein (1992). In the following I will also use TU, SitT and TT. The TU is the time of 
utterance, i.e. “the now”. SitT is seen as a time interval at which the situation took place. 
Finally TT is the time interval about which something is said. So, in the following sentence 
“Yesterday, I read a book.”, “Yesterday” is TT, the SitT is the time at which “I was reading 
a book” and the TU is the moment of utterance, i.e. the “now”.  
 
2.2. Tense 
In order to see whether something is in the past, present or future, you need “the now” (TU) 
as a reference point. Considering this, there remain only two possible temporal relations for 
tense to be derived from, namely SitT-TU and TT-TU. According to Klein (1992) and Klein 
et al. (2000) ‘tense’ must be derived from the temporal relationship between TT and TU. As 
seen above, according to Klein (1992) TT is the time interval about which something is said. 
In the sentence “Yesterday, I studied for my exam”, the past tense verb ‘studied’ is used since 
it refers to the TT ‘yesterday’, this being before TU. It was yesterday that the mentioned event 
of ‘me studying for my exam’ took place. It does not say anything about ‘me studying for my 
exam’ before or after yesterday. In other words, the sentence does not say anything about the 
boundaries of the SitT ‘me studying for my exam’, it only says that a certain situation holds at 
a certain time. The same is true for the following example given by Klein et al (2000) “Eva 
was cheerful”. According to Klein et al. (2000) what is meant by this sentence by using the 
past tense “was” is only that at a certain topic time (the time about which something is said) 
before “the now” the event/situation of ‘Eva being cheerful’ existed. It does not say anything 
about whether or not the SitT of ‘Eva being cheerful’ preceded TU, since the boundaries of 
the SitT are unclear. It is well possible that Eva is still cheerful now. What is meant by the 
sentence “Eva was cheerful” is only that the situation/event of ‘Eva being cheerful’ occurred 
during a specific time span (t), equal to TT, of the SitT before TU. In the following example, 
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“Last year John bought a house.”, the past verb ‘bought’ again refers to the TT ‘Last year’ 
being before “the now”. In this case the sentence does imply that the SitT of ‘John buying a 
house’ has finished before “the now”. This however, is due to the fact that the event of 
‘buying a house’ is an event with an inherent endpoint, which causes the sentence to imply 
that since he bought the house last year, he has the house now. Since the verb in the 
mentioned event refers to the TT about which a certain claim is made, it is clear that tense is 
derived from the temporal relations between TT and TU.  
 There are three tense relations to divide. In the following “<” means “prior to” and “,” 
means “simultaneously to”.  
There are the following tenses:  
- Present tense (TT,TU) 
- Past tense (TT<TU) 
- Future tense (TU<TT) 
The following examples will clarify this. 
In the sentence “Now I am reading a book” ‘Now’ is TT, and the utterance time is also “the 
now”. In this sentence the claim is made about “the now”. Since “the now” is simultaneously 
with the moment of utterance, the present tense is necessary. In the sentence “Yesterday I 
read a book”, ‘Yesterday’ is TT, and the utterance time is “the now”. In this sentence the 
claim is made about yesterday. Since yesterday is before the moment of utterance, the use of 
past tense is necessary. In the sentence “Tomorrow I will read a book”, ‘Tomorrow’ is TT 
and the TU is “the now”. In this sentence the claim is made about ‘Tomorrow’. Since 
tomorrow is after “the now”, the future tense is necessary.  
 
2.3. Aspect 
According to Klein et al. (2000) ‘aspect’ can be derived from the temporal relationship 
between SitT and TT. They give the following example to clarify this: “Tomorrow at ten, 
John will have left.”. What is noted here, is that at TT ‘[By the time of] Tomorrow at ten’, the 
SitT of ‘John’s leaving’ is already over, i.e. the perfective aspect. All sorts of temporal 
relations between SitT and TT are possible denoting all different kinds of aspectual relations. 
The foremost important general semantic opposition is that of the perfective and the 
imperfective aspect. What needs to be noted upfront is that languages differ in how these 
temporal relations indicate different kinds of aspect. Therefore, the perfective aspect in 
English does not have to be exactly the same as the perfective aspect in other languages 
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(Klein, 1995). In the English language the perfective aspect is derived when SitT is included 
in TT and the imperfective aspect is derived when TT is included in SitT. This can be written 
down as follows, in which ⊆ means “is included in”: 
- Perfective (SitT ⊆ TT) 
- Imperfective (TT⊆SitT) 
Some examples will clarify this. In the sentence “Last week, I read three books” the SitT of 
‘me reading three books’ falls within the time frame of the TT ‘Last week’. The sentence 
therefore has the perfective reading.  
In the sentence “I am reading a book” the SitT of ‘me reading a book’ expands the TT, being 
“the now”. It therefore has the imperfective reading.  
 
Different types of aspect can work out differently when used with different kinds of verbs. 
According to Comrie (1976, p.41) one therefore needs to take the inherent features of the 
different verb types into account. There are four types of verbs to distinguish according to the 
Vendler’s verb classification (1957), namely: activities, achievements, accomplishments and 
states. Each of the verb types can be distinguished by dynamic/static and telic/atelic features 
(Smith 1991, 1994). By dynamic is meant that the verb denotes an action or a process. Static, 
on the other hand means that there is no action or process going on, but that the situation 
remains the same. For example ‘walking’ is dynamic, whereas ‘knowing’ is static. ‘Walking’ 
requires an action to continue this event/situation, whereas ‘knowing’ requires no action at all 
to continue this event/situation. Telic means that there is an inherent endpoint, i.e. there 
comes a point when the action is finished. Atelic means that there is no endpoint and that the 
action or state can continue forever. For example ‘walking five miles’ is telic, whereas 
‘walking’ is atelic.  
Considering this, we can make the following table: 
verb type dynamic telic 
activity ('walking', 'swimming') + - 
achievement ('to hit', 'to reach') + + 
accomplishment ('to build a house', 'to bake a cake') + + 
state ('to be happy', 'to know' - - 
Achievement verbs differ from accomplishment verbs in that they happen at one instant of 
time, while accomplishment verb have a time span in which the event takes place.   
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According to Comrie (1976, p. 46) when a perfective aspect is used in a sentence with a telic 
event/situation this implies that the endpoint is reached. However, when an imperfective 
aspect is used in a sentence with a telic situation it is implied the endpoint has not been 
reached. Comrie (1947, p. 46) offers the following examples to clarify this: “he made a chair” 
and “he was making a chair”. ‘Making a chair’ is a telic event/situation. When using the 
perfective aspect ‘made’ what is implied is that the chair is made and there is a chair now. 
With the imperfective ‘was making’, there is no such implication.  
Another effect of the inherent features of the verb can be seen when the perfective aspect is 
used in combination with a static situation. In that case, the perfective form describes not only 
the state, but also its inception and termination (Comrie, 1976, pp. 50,51). Comrie (1976, p. 
50) offers the following examples: “I stood there for an hour” and “He reigned for ten 
years”.         
 
From the above I conclude that ‘aspect’ gives information about the status of the mentioned 
situation/event. It provides information about whether the situation is over/complete(d) at TT 
or whether it is still ongoing. The inherent features of the verb describing the situation have 
an effect on the aspectual meaning of the used aspectual form, meaning that aspects 
(perfective, imperfective) (could) work out differently with each of the four verb types. One 
needs to note however, that these different readings of the different kinds of aspect is due to 
the inherent features of the different verb types, they are not features of the different types of 
aspect themselves.  
 
So, while aspect looks at the status of the situation/event in relation to TT (TT includes 
SitT or SitT includes TT), tense merely relates TT to TU. In other words, ‘tense’ offers 
perspective in time with regard to the TU, while ‘aspect’ offers perspective of the SitT in 
relation to the TT.  
 
3. The English nonfinite perfect “to have + -ed” 
Now that the notions ‘tense’ and ‘aspect’ have been made clear, the main features of the 
English nonfinite perfect “to have + -ed” can be discussed. It is important to know the main 
properties of the English nonfinite perfect, in order to see whether or not Mandarin le has the 
same properties.  
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One of the main characteristics of sentences with the English nonfinite perfect is that 
these sentences can have two different readings (Comrie, 1976, p. 55), namely the present 
perfect reading and the simple past reading. The sentence “He admitted to have said bad 
things about me” is an example of a sentence with the English nonfinite perfect. This 
sentence can have both the present perfect reading “He admitted that he has said bad things 
about me” as well as the simple past reading “He admitted that he said bad things about me”. 
Before being able to examine what the main characteristics of the English nonfinite perfect 
are, one first needs to understand how these two different readings differ and how the 
nonfinite perfect causes a sentence to have these two different reading. Therefore, the 
following two questions need to be answered:  
(1) What exactly is a ‘present perfect’ (reading) and how does it differ from the ‘simple 
past’ (reading)?  
(2)  What are the characteristics of the English nonfinite perfect and how do these 
characteristics cause a sentence to have the double reading?  
 
3.1. The English present perfect 
The English present perfect has the following form: “have + past participle form” and 
according to Reichenbach (1947), the present perfect can be written down in the following 
temporal framework (adjusted to Klein’s terms we introduced above): SitT < TT, TU. Klein 
(1992) agrees that the present perfect can be written down in the temporal framework offered 
by Reichenbach, but argues that TT can either coincide with or include TU, instead of merely 
coincide with TU. Therefore the temporal relation of the present perfect will be written down 
as follows: SitT < TT ≤ TU, whereas “≤” means “coincides with or includes”. Some examples 
will clarify this. In the sentence “I have walked for twenty minutes now”, the SitT of “me 
walking twenty minutes” takes place before “now” (TT) which coincides with TU. In the 
sentence “Today I have walked twenty minutes”, the SitT of “me walking twenty minutes” 
takes places before TT (“[By the time of] today”), which includes TU (“the now”).   
In the literature, there are three main types of perfects that are distinguished. There is the 
perfect of result (“I have lost my penknife”) in which it is expressed that the past 
event/situation has led to a certain state and that this state holds for the now; there is the 
continuative result (“I’ve lived here for ten years”) in which it is expressed that the event 
started in the past and that it is still going on; and finally there is the experiential result (“Bill 
has been to America”) in which the event mentioned occurred at least once from the past up 
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until now (Comrie 1976, pp. 56 – 60). Because there is some agreement in literature that the 
experiential perfect in Mandarin is expressed by the particle guo which goes back to the verb 
guò “to pass”, “over”, I will leave the experiential perfect out of this discussion. 
What needs to be noted here is that in this thesis I will view the (present) perfect as 
different from the perfective ‘aspect’. 
 
3.1.1. The situation obtained at some indefinite interval(s) of time from the past up to the 
present 
According to Zydatiβ (1978) the notions ‘perfect of result’ and ‘continuative perfect’ are not 
distinctive features of the present perfect itself. The ‘perfect of result’-reading and the 
‘continuative perfect’-reading are merely implications caused by (1) the inherent verb features 
of the verbs used describing the situation, (2) the adverbs used, and (3) by the context.  
As we saw above (2.3), activity verbs and stative verbs are alike in that both verb 
types denote atelic situations. According to Zydatiβ (1978), with both verb types the 
sentences sounds odd when they only consist of a subject, a present perfect form and an 
activity / a stative verb, like in “John has walked” or as in “John has lived”. However, when 
a durational adverb such as ‘for + time duration’ is added, like in “John has walked for two 
hours” or as in “John has lived here for ten years”, the sentence sounds acceptable and 
without further context can either have the resultative or the continuative reading. Which 
reading a sentence has depends on the type of adverbials used and on the context provided. 
For example, in the sentence “John has walked for two hours now”, the relative time 
adverbial “now” (TT, TU) implies that “John’s walking” is still continuing at TU. Or when B 
sees John walking and A utters “John has walked for two hours” then it is also clear that TT 
coincides with TU and that this sentence has the continuative reading. In that case one does 
not need to add a relative time adverbial to make it clear that SitT stretches on to the now. The 
same is the case for stative verbs. For example (from Zydatiβ, 1978) the relative time 
adverbial “ever since” in “Bob has loved Mary ever since he met her” indicates that he still 
loves her now. In this sentence TT includes TU, since TT is ‘ever since he met her’. The 
continuative reading also exists when the mentioned state is irreversible. “Being dead” is 
such a state. When one utters “John has been dead for five years” this sentence has the 
continuative reading, since it otherwise would make no sense. In this sentence, again, the TT 
includes TU. So the continuative reading occurs when the SitT stretches on to TT≤TU.  
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The resultative reading however, occurs when the SitT has ceased before TT≤TU. The 
ending of SitT before TT≤TU can be made explicit by the use of a relative time adverbial. 
According to Inoue (1979) “just”, “recently” and “before” are all examples of relative time 
adverbials that denote that the mentioned situation has ended prior to TT≤TU. For example 
(from Inoue, 1979): “Secretary Vance has just met with President Sadat of Egypt”. This 
sentence means that the meeting with President Sadat ended just before TT≤TU.   
 Characteristic for achievement verbs is that they take place at a specific and definite 
instant of time implying the transition of one state into another. Take for example the 
achievement verb “finish”. There is only one moment something is finished. Before it is not 
finished and afterwards a state exists in which something is finished. But the finishing itself 
occurs at a specific instant of time. So, the present perfect does not have the continuative 
reading with achievement verbs, since the SitT does not extend to TT≤TU. It is also because 
of this that in sentences with achievement verbs the present perfect cannot occur with a 
durational phrase like “for”, as in “*John has arrived for two hours”.  
 With accomplishment verbs there seems to be a process which leads up to the 
situation’s endpoint. For example “knitting a sweater” implies that someone is knitting until 
it is a sweater. It differs from achievement verbs in that there is a time span in which the telic 
situation is completed, whereas with achievement verbs there is only one moment in time at 
which the mentioned change of state takes place. Whenever someone utters “Mary has knitted 
five sweaters”, it means that this activity is terminated at TU. The state that obtains at TU is 
that Mary has knitted five sweaters. It has the resultative reading. According to Zydatiβ (1978) 
this reading is due to factual or pragmatic inference, not due to inherent features of the present 
perfect.  
According to Zydatiβ (1978), then, the English perfect only denotes that a certain 
event/situation has taken place at an indefinite time during the period from the past leading up 
to the mentioned TT. All other connotations are due to the inherent features of the verb, the 
temporal adverbs used and the given context.  
Considering this, the present perfect “have + past participle form” then only denotes 
that a certain event/situation has taken place at an indefinite time during the period from the 
past leading up to TU, since with the present perfect the TT coincides with or includes TU.  
 
Inoue (1979) takes it one step further and argues that the English present perfect not only 
denotes that a certain event/situation has taken place at an indefinite time during the period 
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from the past leading up to TU, but also that the present perfect does not denote anything 
about whether the situation occurred continuously throughout the interval, at one single point 
in time, or intermittently. Inoue (1979) argues that in the sentence “Jack Norbert has taught 
at MIT for ten years” (example taken from Inoue, 1979) it is possible that Jack Norbert has 
taught at MIT for ten years in a row or that he did so on and off at several times adding up to 
ten years. The same is true for the “since”-phrase. The sentence “Jack Norbert has taught at 
MIT since 1969” can mean that he taught at MIT from 1969 until now, but also that he has 
taught there in the period from 1969 till now on one or more occasions.  
 
So, from the above I conclude that one of the defining properties of the English present 
perfect is that the mentioned situation obtained at some indefinite interval(s) of time from the 
past up to the present. The perfect itself does not denote anything about whether the situation 
is still continuing at or has ceased before TU (and therefore TT), nor does it state anything 
about the way in which the situation obtained: continuously, at one single point in time or 
intermittently.  
 
3.1.2. The present perfect cannot occur in sentences with definite time adverbials other 
than those referring to or including “the now” 
Given the temporal framework of the present perfect (SitT < TT≤TU) the present perfect 
cannot occur in sentences with definite time adverbials other than those referring to or 
including “the now”. The present perfect cannot co-occur in a sentence with such a definite 
time adverbial that refers to TT other than “the now”, because the TT in the present perfect is 
said to refer to the “now”. The mentioning of another definite TT would then not fit the 
temporal framework of the present perfect. Take for example the following sentence “*Two 
hours ago I have walked two miles” in which the TT is “Two hours ago”, the SitT is “the 
time span at which I have walked two miles” and the TU being “the now”. The use of the 
present perfect form “have” in this sentence implies that TT coincides or includes TU. In this 
case TT ‘Two hours ago’ does not coincide with or includes TU. Therefore, this sentence is 
ungrammatical. 
 Klein (1992) has argued that the present perfect cannot co-occur in a sentence in 
which a definite time adverbial (other than those referring to or including TU) refers to SitT 
either, simply because it would make no sense. TT and SitT cannot both be independently 
definite.  He gives the following example of the present perfect: *“Chris has left at six.” 
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Since the present perfect form is used in this sentence, the TT equals TU, i.e. “the now”. “At 
six” is the SitT. The reason why the present perfect cannot occur in a sentence with a definite 
time adverbial that refers to the SitT, is because this makes the sentence completely illogical. 
If Chris indeed left at six, then it is strange to single out a time such as “now”. Because for 
any time after six, the situation holds that Chris has left at six. If one singles out a specific 
time it would suggest that the situation of Chris having left at six does not hold for example 
later that night at ten. And if one says *“At five, Chris has left at six” the sentence is odd 
again. Please note that, as is mentioned before, TT is the time interval about which something 
is said. When one utters the abovementioned sentence something should be said about the TT 
“At five”. In this case, what is said about this TT is that “Chris has left at six. This makes no 
sense at all.   
 
In sum, it turns out that in a sentence with a present perfect a definite time adverbial (other 
than those referring to or including TU) cannot be used. Considering the temporal framework 
for the present perfect: SitT < TT≤TU it becomes clear that a definite time adverbial referring 
to TT would result in a clash with TU “the now” and a definite time adverbial referring to 
SitT would be completely illogical in a sentence with a present perfect as follows for the same 
reason. As already discussed in section 3.1.1. the present perfect can however occur with 
indefinite time adverbials such as ‘just’, ‘before’ and ‘recently’. The present perfect can also 
occur with time adverbials such as ‘on Sundays’ and ‘in spring’ because all of these time 
adverbials mentioned are said to be not definite enough.  
 
3.1.3. The English present perfect: ‘aspect’ or ‘tense’? 
Now, what is the English present perfect? Does it belong to ‘tense’ or does it belong to 
‘aspect’? As mentioned before, ‘tense’ relates TT to TU, while ‘aspect’ offers the perspective 
of the SitT in relation to the TT.   
Given the temporal framework of the present perfect (SitT<TT≤TU) in which TT 
coincides with or includes TU, it becomes clear that the English present perfect belongs to 
present tense (TT, TU).  
As it is mentioned with the English present perfect, the mere fact that according to the 
temporal framework SitT is placed before TT, does not say anything about whether the 
situation has continued at or has ceased before TU. The endpoint of SitT is not given in a 
sentence with the present perfect and in case the SitT overlaps with TT, the interval before TT 
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has been obtained, i.e. has been realized. So, take for example the utterance: “Amy has knitted 
sweaters”. With this sentence it could be that she will knit until she has knitted eight sweaters. 
At TU she has begun knitting sweater number five. The SitT then overlaps with TT. What is 
realized at TU is that Amy has knitted four sweaters and has begun knitting sweater number 
five. When SitT does not overlap with TT, but has ceased before TT, the mentioned 
event/situation as a whole has been realized at TT. Since one does not know the endpoint of 
SitT with the present perfect, the present perfect itself therefore does not say anything about 
the (im)perfectivity of the event/situation. However, it does say that the starting point of SitT, 
takes place before TT. This I consider to be the aspectual (be it a different one than the 
perfective/imperfective distinction) element of the present perfect.   
In my opinion the present perfect has both a tense and an aspect element.    
 
3.1.4. The difference between the present perfect and the simple past 
On the basis of what is already discussed above, I conclude that the form of the present 
perfect consists of ‘have + past participle form’. Its notion is that the mentioned situation 
obtained at some indefinite interval(s) of time from the past up to the present. Its temporal 
framework is SitT < TT≤TU. The present perfect has present tense, meaning that its notion is 
only true for “the now”. Given the temporal framework of the present perfect, the present 
perfect cannot occur in sentences with a definite time adverbial (other than those referring to 
or including TU).   
 Now, how does the present perfect differ from the simple past? The simple past form 
consists of a verb in the simple past. The notion of the simple past is that a claim is made 
about a certain TT prior to TU. The simple past only denotes that at that time TT, prior to “the 
now”, some event/situation took place. The temporal framework of the simple past is: SitT, 
TT < TU. The simple past can occur with definite time adverbials. Since with the simple past 
the TT does not coincide with or include TU, the mentioning of a definite past time adverbial 
will not cause the sentence to be ungrammatical or illogical. Considering the different 
temporal framework of the present perfect and the simple past it becomes clear that the 
differences between the simple past and the present perfect are caused by the different 
position of TT in the two temporal frameworks.    
 
Besides the difference in acceptability of the use of definite time adverbials in 
sentences with the present perfect and the simple past, there is also some difference between 
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the use of relative time adverbials in sentences with the present perfect and the simple past. 
According to Inoue (1979), both the present perfect and the simple past can occur in sentences 
with the relative time adverbial like “before”. Relative adverbials like “now” and “so far” 
however, can co-occur in sentences with the present perfect, but not with the simple past. I 
believe there is a reasonable explanation for this. The relative time adverbial “before” 
denotes that the endpoint of the mentioned event/situation has ended prior to TU (Inoue 1979). 
As we have seen with both the simple past and with the present perfect, the SitT may have 
ceased before, at or after TU. In these sentences, where the SitT has ended prior to TU, both 
the present perfect and the simple past can co-occur with the relative time adverbial "before”. 
Take for example the sentences “I have spoken to him before” and “I spoke to him before”. 
Both sentences indicate that I talked to him at a certain indefinite moment before “the now” 
and that at this moment (“the now”) I am not talking to him.  
The relative time adverbials “now” and “so far” refer or relate the TT to the moment 
of utterance. It therefore clashes with the simple past, since with the simple past only a claim 
is made about a some situation/event at TT, prior to TU. Inoue (1979) gives to following 
examples to clarify this. The following sentences with the present perfect: “Vance has met 
with Sadat for two hours now” and “Vance has met with Sadat for two hours so far” are 
possible, whereas the same sentences with the simple past are not: “*Vance met with Sadat 
for two hours now.” and “*Vance met with Sadat for two hours so far”.   
 
So, in sum, the answer to the question “What exactly is a present perfect (reading) and how 
does it differ from the simple past (reading)?” is that, whereas the present perfect denotes that 
at the TU the mentioned event/situation has obtained at some indefinite interval(s) of time 
from the past up to the present, the simple past poses a certain claim about some 
situation/event occurring at TT prior to TU. Taking their temporal frameworks into account, 
the difference between the two lies in their different placement of TT. This difference causes 
that a definite time adverbial other than those referring to or including “the now” cannot co-
occur in a sentence with a present perfect and causes some indefinite/relative time adverbials 
like “so far” and “now” to be unable to co-occur with sentences with the simple past.   
 
3.2. Nonfinite perfect 
Now that the first question has been answered, we take a look at the second question “What 
are the characteristics of the English nonfinite perfect and how do these characteristics cause a 
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sentence to have the double reading?” In order to determine the characteristics of the English 
nonfinite perfect, I will first take a look at what characterizes ‘the perfect’ in general.   
 
3.2.1. Main features of the nonfinite perfect 
As pointed out above (3.1.) the temporal relations of the different kinds of perfect are the 
following (Reichenbach, 1947; Klein, 1992): 
Past perfect:  SitT < TT < TU 
Present perfect: SitT < TT≤TU 
Future perfect: TU < SitT < TT 
One can see that the one thing the temporal frameworks of these different kinds of perfects 
have in common is that in each of these three types of perfect the SitT is placed before TT. 
Considering this similarity in the temporal frameworks, it can be concluded that the perfect 
relates the SitT to the TT and places the SitT anterior to the TT.  
McCoard (1978) argues that the ‘perfect’ denotes anteriority. With the use of the 
nonfinite perfect, which is not marked with tense and number, McCoard (1978) argues that 
one only knows that a certain situation happened before the “now” or some other TT. I follow 
McCoard (1978) in this statement about the nonfinite perfect. It is exactly this denoting of 
anteriority by the perfect and this nonfinite form of the perfect that causes sentences with the 
English nonfinite perfect to have a double reading. In a sentence with a nonfinite perfect 
without an explicitly mentioned TT, one only knows that SitT < TU. In these sentences one 
does not know the placement of TT and therefore the sentence can have both the present 
perfect reading (SitT < TT≤TU) as well as the simple past reading (SitT, TT < TU). TT may 
be “the now” or some other particular mentioned TT. In case a definite time adverbial 
referring to the past is added to the sentence, the placement of TT in the temporal framework 
(SitT, TT <TU) becomes visible and only the simple past reading is available. When a relative 
time adverbial is added such as “so far” and “now”, the placement of TT in the temporal 
framework (SitT < TT≤TU) becomes visible and only the present perfect reading is available. 
This anteriority-feature of the nonfinite perfect is in accordance with the characteristics of 
both the present perfect and the simple past, since in all cases the SitT is placed before TU 
(nonfinite perfect: SitT < TU; simple past: SitT, TT < TU; and present perfect: SitT < TT ≤ 
TU).  
  As noted before under 2.2, the simple past only indicates that the mentioned situation 
occurred during some time span (t) of SitT, which coincides with TT, before TU. The use of 
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the simple past does not say anything about the boundaries of SitT per se. Of course the 
boundaries can be made clear (explicitly or implicitly) by the use of certain verb types or 
adverbs, but the use of the simple past itself does not give any information about the 
boundaries of SitT. It only denotes that a certain situation/event existed at a certain TT before 
the TU. Since a certain situation/event existed at a certain TT prior to TU I am of the opinion 
that the mentioned situation/event is realized prior to TU. Since one does not know the 
endpoint of SitT, the mentioned situation/event can also be partly realized.  
As I have argued under 3.1.3. with the use of the present perfect it is only made clear 
that the starting point of SitT takes place before TT. It does not give any information about 
the endpoint of SitT. Again, this endpoint of SitT can be made clear (explicitly or implicitly) 
by the use of certain verb types or adverbs, but the use of de present perfect does not give any 
information about the endpoint of SitT. Since with the use of the present perfect what is 
denoted is that the starting point of SitT took place before TT, I am of the opinion that the 
mentioned event/situation has been realized prior to TT, TU. Since the present perfect itself 
does not give any information about the endpoint of SitT, the mentioned situation/event can 
also be partly realized at TU. Considering this, in both cases (with the use of the simple past 
and with the use of the present perfect) the SitT has been (partly) realized.  
In short, we conclude that the English nonfinite perfect has the following 
characteristics:  
- It is nonfinite;  
- It denotes anteriority of the (beginning of) SitT in relation to TT (TT either coinciding 
with or including TU or being prior to TU);   
- the situation/event has been (partly) realized at TT (TT either coinciding with or 
including TU or being prior to TU).    
It are these characteristics that cause a sentence with the nonfinite perfect to have a double 
reading, a present perfect one and a simple past one. When a definite time adverbial is added 
it only has the simple past reading and when a relative time adverbial (other than one 
indicating that the situation/event has ceased before the moment of utterance) it can only have 
the present perfect reading. An example will clarify this. Let’s take the sentence with the 
English nonfinite perfect mentioned at the beginning of section 3 “He admitted to have said 
bad things about me”. Since the perfect relates the SitT anterior to the TU and no TT is 
mentioned (or made visible by verb inflection), this sentence can have both the present perfect 
reading “He admitted that he has said bad things about me” and the simple past reading “He 
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admitted that he said bad things about me”. However, when one adds a definite time 
adverbial like “yesterday”, as in “He admitted to have said bad things about me yesterday” 
the sentence can only have the simple past reading “He admitted that he said bad things 
about me yesterday” since a definite time adverbial cannot co-occur in a sentence with the 
present perfect as we say in section 3.1.2. When an indefinite time adverbial like ‘just now’ is 
added, as in “He admitted to have said bad things about me just now” the sentence can only 
have the present perfect reading “He admitted that he has said bad things about me just now”, 
since the indefinite time adverbial “just now” relates the TT to “the now” and therefore the 
simple past reading becomes unavailable.  
 
 
4. The ‘nonfinite perfect’ le 
In his section I will show that le has the same characteristics as does the English nonfinite 
perfect.     
 
4.1. Verbs in Mandarin are all nonfinite.  
According to Hu et al (2001) within the framework of generative grammar, the distinction 
finite / nonfinite depends on whether or not the notions agreement and tense occur in the 
inflection. When the notions agreement and tense both occur in inflection it is said that the 
verb is finite. When these two elements do not occur in inflection, the verb is nonfinite. It can 
be easily seen that Mandarin does not meet the minimum requirements of a tensed language, 
because there is no morphological change on the verbs in Mandarin. Now that there is no 
tense or agreement in the verb inflection in Mandarin, it can be said that according to 
generative grammar there is no finite / nonfinite verb distinction in Mandarin. Therefore I 
believe that all verbs in Mandarin can be regarded as nonfinite.       
  
4.2. Le relates SitT to TT 
Li, Thompson and Thompson (1982) argue that le denotes that a state of affairs has current 
relevance to some particular situation. To the extent that it is relevant for this discussion they 
argue that in a sentence with le, the le considers the mentioned situation/event to be a state of 
affairs instead of an active event/situation. So for example (Li, Thompson and Thompson 
1982): 
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(1)   她  出   去 买   东西   了。 
Tā  chū qu măi dōngxi le. 
she exit go buy thing    le 
She’s gone shopping. 
In this sentence with le Li, Thompson and Thompson (1982) argue that the verb phrase “chū 
qu măi dōngxi” refers to the state of “having gone shopping” instead of the activity of “go 
out and buy things”.  
 They argue that this state of affairs signaled by le has current relevance to some 
particular situation. With this current they mean that the state of affairs is relevant to “the 
now” when no other situation is mentioned. When another situation is mentioned, the state of 
affairs is relevant to this other situation. Some examples will clarify this.  
Imagine that A calls B. C however answers the phone. When A then asks for B, C may utter 
the sentence in (1). Since le denotes that the mentioned state of affairs of “having gone 
shopping” is current to some situation and since no other situation is explicitly mentioned, the 
mentioned state of affairs is said to be current to the now, i.e. the moment at which the 
telephone conversation takes place.    
In another situation imagine that A and B are discussing about whether or not C has made a 
phone call two days ago and that A in that situation utters 
(2)   那   天    她 出   去  买   东西   了。  
Nèi tiān  tā  chū  qu măi dōngxi le. 
that day she exit go buy  thing   le 
That day she went out shopping.  
Li, Thompson and Thompson (1982) argue that the state of affairs of her “having gone 
shopping” is relevant to “that day”.  
Another example given by Li, Thompson and Thompson (1982) is the situation that A wants 
to see B next month, but B knows that will not be possible and utters: 
(3)   下    个   月       我  就    在 日本  了。 
Xià  ge   yuè     wŏ jiù    zài Rìběn le. 
next CL  month I    then at   Japan  le 
  Next month I’ll be in Japan. 
This sentence expresses, that the state of affairs of me “being in Japan” is current to “next 
month”.   
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From the above it is clear, that irrespective of whether or not le denotes the mentioned 
event/situation to be a state of affairs and whether or not this has to be relevant, le relates the 
mentioned verb phrase/state of affairs to the TT, this either being the explicitly mentioned TT 
or “the now”, in which case TT coincides with TU.  
 
4.3. Le denotes relative anteriority 
According to Rohsenow (1978) both verb -le and sentence le denote an existential verb yŏu 
“to have” and an underlying structure of COME ABOUT. According to Teng (1973:24) an 
existential verb such as yŏu “to have” “asserts the existence of an event or state”. According 
to Rohsenow (1978, p. 275), because le denotes an existential verb yŏu “to have” and an 
underlying structure of COME ABOUT, le therefore “expresses the existence of the coming 
about of the underlying state or action”. It can be regarded as “having come about”, which is 
comparable to the English perfect. Rohsenow (1978) gives the following examples: 
(4)   他 来     了。 
Ta lái     le. 
he come le 
He came / has come / had come. 
(5)  他 死  了。 
Tā sĭ   le. 
he die le  
He (had) died 
According to Rohsenow (1978) le denotes that the event/state mentioned in the verb (in this 
case “coming” and “dying”) HAS COME ABOUT. It must be noted however that in these 
two examples it is not clear whether le is verb -le or sentence le. But Rohsenow (1978) also 
gives the following example, in which it is clear that le is sentence le, the subject of this thesis: 
(6) 他喝茶了。 
Tā hē chá le. 
he drink tea le 
He has drunk tea. 
According to Rohsenow (1978), without further context this sentence means that the 
mentioned situation/state of ‘drinking tea’ HAS COME ABOUT at TU. According to him yŏu 
“to have” expresses relative anteriority. He states: “the existential [yŏu] expresses the 
existence of a (new) state of being (‘s having come about) for the state or action commanded 
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by COME ABOUT, thus expressing relative anteriority.” (Rohsenow, 1978, p. 281). Take for 
example the sentence given in (6). In this example le only describes that the event denoted by 
the verb (“drinking”) has COME ABOUT. When no TT is mentioned it remains unclear 
where to place this “coming” to have COME ABOUT on the time axis. According to 
Rohsenow (1978) it can therefore have the meaning of “he drank”, “he has drunk” or “he had 
drunk”. Rohsenow (1978) then argues that although the sentence can have these different 
readings, when no TT is mentioned the TT is considered to be TU and the “default” reading 
becomes the present perfect reading. When a specific TT is given, Rohsenow (1978) argues 
that le denotes relative anteriority of the event to have COME ABOUT to that specific TT, as 
becomes clear by the following example given by Rohsenow (1978): 
(7)   我   起来   的   时候，他（已经） 喝 茶      了。 
Wŏ qĭlai    de   shíhòu, tā   (yĭjīng)   hē chá      le. 
   I      get up DE time      he  (already) drink tea le 
  When I got up he had (already) drunk some tea.   
In this sentence “Wŏ qĭlai de shíhòu” is TT. The TU is after TT. In this case, le indicates that 
the SitT of the event of coming HAS COME ABOUT is relative anterior to the TT, in this 
sentence resulting in the past perfect (SitT < TT < TU).  
 
From this it can be seen that le in the same way as the English nonfinite perfect “to have + -ed” 
indicates relative anteriority of the SitT to TT, in which TT can be an explicitly mentioned TT 
or when no TT is mentioned, the “now” (TU).  
 
4.4. Le denotes realization 
As we just saw, Rohsenow (1978) shows that le denotes that a certain event/state denoted by 
the verb HAS COME ABOUT. This indicates that a certain event/situation has been realized. 
Xiao and Shen (2009) take it one step further and according to them le does not necessarily 
denote that a certain event/state has come about, but that “a new attitude has emerged, has 
been realized”. They consider le to be a marker of realization, realization of a new attitude.  
They come to the conclusion that le cannot be just a marker that denotes that a certain 
situation/event HAS COME ABOUT since this would not explain the use of le in the 
following sentences:  
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(8)   你   把   枪      放      下     了! 
Nĭ   bă   qiāng fàng   xià     le! 
   you BA gun    to put down le! 
Put the gun down! 
 
(9)   这   个  办法    最    好    了。  
Zhè ge bànfă    zuì   hăo   le. 
this CL method best good le 
This is the best method. 
 
In example (8) a command is made and there is no mention of an event/state that HAS COME 
ABOUT. Whether or not the event of “putting down the gun” is about to COME ABOUT is 
dependent on the decision of the one holding the gun. If (s)he does not oblige to the order, and 
does not put the gun down, there even will be no event to be COMING ABOUT.  
In example (9) a statement is made and also in this sentence there is no mention of an 
event/state that HAS COME ABOUT.  
Shen (2003), on the basis of Sweetser (1990), differentiates and defines three domains 
which all differ but in some way are related to another. There are the following domains: (1) 
to do-domain, (2) to know-domain and (3) to say-domain. The to do-domain, which is a 
“meaning of words-unit”, is the basic domain. The to know-domain, which is a “logic 
reasoning-unit”, is an abstract extension of the to do-domain. The to say-domain, which is a 
“to say action-unit”, is an even more abstract extension of the to do-domain. To put it simply, 
first something should happen, then one should understand what just happened, and finally 
one can talk about what just happened.  
According to Xiao and Shen (2009) this differentiation into these three domains also 
accounts for le. They argue that there are the following le’s: 
 lexíng, which expresses that a new action-attitude has emerged. 
 lezhī, which expresses that a new to know-attitude has emerged. 
 leyán, which expresses that a new to say-attitude has emerged.  
An example of a sentence with leyán is the following (Xiao and Shen 2009):  
(10) 你   把   枪      放      下     了。 
Nĭ   bă   qiāng fàng    xià    le! 
you BA gun    to put down le! 
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Put the gun down! 
Xiao and Shen (2009) argue that what is actually meant by the above sentence is the 
following: 
(11) 我    命令        [你   把   枪      放      下]     了 
Wŏ mìnglìng  [nĭ    bă   qiāng fàng    xià]    le. 
I     command [you BA gun    to put down] le 
I command you to put the gun down. 
Sentence le in example (10) must be leyán since it refers to a (hidden) to say-attitude, i.e. 
mìnglìng (to command). Xiao and Shen (2009) also give the following example in which it 
becomes more easy to see that they talk about sentence le, instead of verb -le. Take the 
following the example:  
(12) 帮     帮     我 了! 
bāng bāng wŏ le! 
help help   I    le 
Help me! 
According to Xiao and Shen (2009) what is meant with this sentence is: 
(13) 帮     帮     我, 我  说    了! 
bāng bāng wŏ, wŏ shuō le! 
help  help  I,    I     say   le 
Help me, I am telling you! 
Xiao and Shen (2009) argue that sentences with leyán all have the following structure:  
我   说      [P]了。 
Wŏ shuō  [P] le. 
 I    to say [P] le 
The shuō (to say) can be replaced by other to say-attitudes, for example mìnglìng (to 
command), xuānbù (to declare, to announce), qĭngqiú (to request), and tíwèn (to question).  
The use of sentence leyán refers to a (hidden) to say-attitude. What this to say-attitude is can 
be derived from context. Xiao and Shen (2009) even state that one can regard leyán as an 
abbreviation for wŏ shuō le = I have said.  
 
Sentences with lezhī basically work the same. An example of a sentence with lezhī is the 
following (Xiao and Shen 2009): 
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(14) 自己人    肯定      帮         自己人   了。  
Zìjĭrén     kĕndìng bāng      zìjĭrén     le. 
one of us certain    to help one of us le 
One of us will certainly help one of us.  
What is actually meant by this sentence is: 
(15) 我   觉得 [自己人    肯定      帮         自己人]  了。  
Wŏ juéde [zìjĭrén      kĕndìng bāng     zìjĭrén]    le.  
I     think  [one of us certain    to help one of us] le 
I think one of us will certainly help one of us.  
The le in example (14) must be lezhī since it refers to a (hidden) to know-attitude, i.e. juéde (to 
think). In the following example by Xiao and Shen (2009) it becomes more clear that this 
discussion is about sentence le, instead of verb -le: 
(16) 他 喜欢    吃  鱼  了。 
Tā xĭhuan chī yú   le. 
he likes     eat fish le 
He likes to eat fish.  
According to Xiao and Shen (2009) what is actually meant by this sentence is the following: 
(17) 他 喜欢    吃  鱼,   我  这么      想       了。 
Tā xĭhuan chī yú,   wŏ zhème    xiăng le. 
he likes     eat fish, I     like this think  le 
He likes eating fish, that’s what I think.  
Xiao and Shen (2009) have argued that sentences with lezhī all have the following structure:  
我   想         [P] 了。 
Wŏ xiăng    [P] le. 
 I    to think [P] le 
Xiăng (to think) can be replaced by other to know-attitudes, for example rènwéi (to believe), 
juéde (to think), tuīcè (to speculate), tuīduàn (to predict) and cāicè (to guess).  
The use of sentence lezhī  refers to a (hidden) to know-attitude. What this to know-attitude is 
may be derived from context. Xiao and Shen (2009) even state that one can regard lezhī  as an 
abbreviation for wŏ zĕnme xiăng le = how I understand it.  
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About lexíng Xiao and Shen (2009) briefly state that lexíng expresses that a new to do-attitude 
has emerged and that this lexíng  is closely related to verb -le. This is true according to Xiao 
and Shen (2009) since in their theory sentence le consist of lexíng, lezhī and leyán, while verb -le 
only encompasses lexíng. Verb -le is said to express that the event mentioned by the verb is 
completed. Lexíng expresses that a certain situation has changed, a new to do-attitude has 
emerged. They give the following example: 
(18) 他 已经    来      了, 不 用     打   电话       了。 
Tā yĭjīng   lái      le,  bù yòng dă  diànhuà    le. 
he already come -le, no need  hit telephone le 
He has already arrived, there is no (longer the) need for you to phone him.  
According to Xiao and Shen (2009) the first -le is verb -le, indicating that the event 
mentioned by the verbs has completed, in this implying that ‘he is already here’. The second 
le is sentence lexíng and it implies a new to do-attitude because a certain situation has changed. 
In this case since ‘he has already arrived’, the situation is changed and therefore the person 
spoken to no longer needs to phone him.  
 
Xiao and Shen (2009) argue that most of the time the context clarifies which use of le is 
implied. According to Wu (2007), lexíng is the most natural. So in a sentence, without a clear 
context, one prefers lexíng.  
  That there indeed appears to be such a division of le has also been described by Zhang 
(2011). Zhang (2011) notices that the same division occurs in the dialect of Runan (Henan). 
In this dialect, le is pronounced differently depending on whether le is lexíng or leyán. When le 
is lexíng, le is pronounced as [lɛ], while when it is leyán, le is pronounced as [lə]. In the Runan 
dialect lezhī may be pronounced both [lɛ] as well as [lə]. 
Now, let’s take another look at examples (8) and (9), for which it was made clear that 
in these sentences no event/situation HAS COME ABOUT. In sentence (8) a command is 
made. By uttering the command with le, the command is made and the new to say-attitude has 
been realized. By uttering the statement mentioned in example (9) with le, it becomes clear 
that a new to know-attitude has emerged, i.e. now I know what the best method is, and 
therefore it can be said that a new to know-attitude has been realized.    
So, from the above it seems that le is a marker of realization, either realization of an 
event/state (lexíng) or of some other attitude (leyán or lezhī).  
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What needs to be noted is that the mere fact that le can be seen as to mark realization, 
does not imply that SitT has ended prior to TT. According to Shao (2013) le itself does not 
denote anything about whether the mentioned event/state has ceased or continues. There are 
sentences with le that imply that the SitT has ended prior to TT and there are sentences with le 
that imply that the SitT continues at TT. For example, whenever le co-occurs in a sentence in 
which a verb is used that consists of different phases without constituting an endpoint in itself, 
then this sentence implies that the activity still continues, whereas when le co-occurs in a 
sentence with a verb that constitutes an endpoint, then this sentence implies that SitT ended 
prior to TT. Shao (2013) states however, that this is not an inherent feature of le, but this is 
due to other properties of the sentence. From the above I conclude that le denotes that a 
certain event/state has been (partly) realized at TT.  
 
4.5. Conclusion 
From the above mentioned it follows that Mandarin verbs are all nonfinite; that le relates the 
SitT to TT, this being either “the now” or some other particular mentioned TT; that SitT is 
relative anterior to TT (this being either “the now” or some other particular mentioned TT), 
and that le denotes that a certain event/situation has been realized (insofar) at TT (this being 
either “the now” or some other particular mentioned TT). Le says nothing about whether the 
SitT has ended prior to or continues at TT. In my opinion these characteristics of le are the 
same characteristics as those of the English nonfinite perfect form “to have + -ed”. Therefore 
I believe that le is comparable to the English nonfinite perfect.   
 
 
5. Sentences with le 
As noted at the end of section 3, the characteristics of the English nonfinite perfect, i.e. verbs 
being nonfinite, SitT being relative anterior to TT and realization, cause a sentence with the 
nonfinite perfect to have a double reading, a perfect one and a simple past one. When a 
definite past time adverbial is added it only has the simple past reading and when a relative 
time adverbial is added (other than one indicating that the situation/event has ceased before 
the moment of utterance) it can only have the present perfect reading. Since, le has the same 
features as the English nonfinite perfect (see section 4), I expect sentences with le to behave 
the same as sentences with the English nonfinite perfect. In other words I expect that 
sentences with le can have both the present perfect reading as well as the simple past reading 
24 
 
when no time adverbial is added. I expect that when a definite time adverbial other than those 
referring to or including the now is added to the sentence, the simple past reading becomes 
the only possible reading and when a relative time adverbial like “now”, “so far” is added to 
the sentence, the present perfect reading becomes the only possible reading.  
In order to see whether my idea is correct I asked an informant2 questions about sentences 
with le. With each of the four different verb types I started by making sentences containing 
only a subject, a verb type and le and asked the informant (1) whether or not this sentence was 
grammatically correct, (2) if (provided the right context) this sentence could have the present 
perfect reading as well as the simple past reading, if so, (3) which reading was the preferred 
reading, and (4) what was implied by these sentences. If these sentences can have the double 
reading this is a first indication that there is ground for my idea that le is comparable to the 
English nonfinite perfect. Then I added a definite time adverbial other than those referring to 
or including the now to the sentences and asked the informant the same questions. If in these 
sentences the simple past reading became the only possible reading, this again is ground for 
my argument. Then I added a relative time adverbial instead of the definite time adverbial and 
asked the same questions again. If in these sentences the present perfect reading became the 
only possible reading this again grounds my argument. Finally I added yĭqián “before” to the 
sentences instead of the relative time adverbial and asked the same questions again. This in 
order to see whether le in sentences with this relative time adverbial, which in English can co-
occur in sentences with the present perfect as well as with the simple past, can have the 
double reading again. In the following these sentences and the results of the questions about 
these sentences are displayed.  
   
5.1. Activity verbs – dynamic/telic 
(19) 他 游泳       了， 我   跑步 了。 
Tā yóuyǒng le,     wŏ păobù le.   
he  to swim  le,     I    to run  le 
He has swum, I have run. / He swam, I ran. 
(Native speaker says this sentence does not sound odd and the sentence implies 
that the activity of him swimming and me running has just recently taken place. 
According to the native speaker this sentence can also have the simple past 
                                                          
2 I am aware that one informant is not enough to make claims about the Mandarin, however given the limited time for this 
thesis, it is not possible to interview more. 
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reading. Without any context there is however a strong preference for present 
perfect reading.)  
 
(20) 昨天        他 跑步   了。 
Zuótiān    tā  păobù le. 
yesterday he to ran  le 
Yesterday he ran. 
(Native speaker says that this sentence does not sound odd and that this 
sentence may be uttered when the activity of running is over. It implies that he 
ran yesterday and that today he does something else.) 
 
(21) 现在      / 最近     / 刚才      他  跑步  了。 
Xiànzài / Zuìjìn    / Gāngcái tā  păobù le. 
now      / recently / just now he to run  le 
Now / Recently / Just now he has run. 
(According to native speaker this sentence is grammatically correct. The native 
speaker mentions that the sentence with 刚才(gāngcái = just now) is neutral 
and implies that the activity of running has come to an end. 现在(xiànzài = 
now) and最近(zuìjìn = recently) on the other hand imply that he has started (a 
habit of) running while he didn’t run before. In case you utter this sentence 
while you see him running, you’re not focusing on the activity of him running, 
but more on the new habit of him, namely running.) 
 
(22) *以前    他 跑步  了。 
    Yĭqián tā  păobù le. 
   before  he to run le 
 Before he has run. 
 (According to native speaker this sentence sounds very odd.) 
 
From the above mentioned sentences it is clear that when le is used in a sentence with an 
activity verb the sentence can have both the present perfect and the simple past reading. When 
no context is provided there is however a strong preference for the present perfect reading and 
the sentence implies that the mentioned activity has just taken place and has finished now. 
26 
 
When a definite past time adverbial is added the sentence can only have the simple past 
reading. When a time adverbial referring to the now or a relative time adverbial like ‘recently’ 
and ‘just now’ is added to the sentence the sentence has a present perfect reading. With the 
use of ‘recently’ and ‘now’, le refers to the newly acquired habit and not to the mentioned 
activity itself. In each of these sentences when it refers to the activity of running instead of the 
newly acquired habit, le implies that at TU the activity of running is over. In the previous 
sections it was argued that sentences with the simple past as well as sentences with the present 
perfect did not provide information about the final boundary of SitT. I believe however, that 
the implication in sentence (19) “He has swum, I have run” / “He swam, I ran”, is due to the 
meaning of the sentence and the setting in which one utters such a sentence. One would utter 
such a sentence as (19) when “I”, “he” and a third person are in the same room. Then “I” 
would utter such a sentence to the third person. It is most likely that in such a setting the 
situation of ‘him swimming’ and ‘me running’ is over at TU.    
 
5.2 Achievement verbs – dynamic/telic 
(23) 他 到达       山           顶    了。 
Tā dàodá     shān        dǐng le.  
he  to reach mountain top  le 
He has reached the mountaintop. / He reached the mountaintop.  
(Native speaker mentions that this sentence does not sound odd and that this 
sentence without further context implies that “he”, the person being talked 
about, has just now/a moment ago reached the top of the mountain. Provided 
with the right context, this sentence may also be uttered, having the simple past 
reading. For instance, if A asks B what her husband did yesterday, then B may 
utter this sentence, implying that he (her husband) reached the mountaintop 
yesterday. Native speaker says the use of le in this case emphasizes the 
moment of reaching the mountaintop.)  
 
(24) 昨天        他  到达     山           顶    了。 
Zuótiān    tā  dàodá    shān        dǐng le. 
yesterday he to reach mountain top   le 
Yesterday he reached the mountaintop. 
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(Native speaker says this sentence is grammatical correct and that this sentence 
may be uttered when he is still at the top of the mountain and when he is no 
longer at the top of the mountain.) 
 
(25) 现在      / 最近     / 刚才      他  到达     山           顶    了。 
Xiànzài / Zuìjìn    / Gāngcài tā  dàodá    shān        dǐng  le. 
now      / recently / just now he to reach mountain top   le 
Now / Recently / Just now he has reached the mountaintop.  
(Native speakers says this sentence is grammatically correct and that this 
sentence implies that he is still at the top of the mountain.) 
 
(26) *以前  他 到达     山             顶    了。 
Yĭqián tā  dàodá    shān         dǐng le. 
before  he to reach mountain top   le 
Before he has reached the top of the mountain.  
(Native speaker says this sentence is grammatically incorrect).  
 
(27) 小李      跌      断          左   腿了 
Xiăo Lĭ diē      duàn      zuǒ tuǐ le.    
Xiao Li to fall to break left leg le 
Xiao Li has broken her left leg. / Xiao Li broke her left leg. 
(Native speaker mentions that this sentence does not sound odd and that this 
sentence without any further context implies that the event of Xiao Li breaking 
her left leg occurred recently. Provided by a proper context however, this 
sentence may also have the simple past reading. For example if A asks B what 
happened to Xiao Li yesterday, then B may utter this sentence.)  
 
(28) 昨天         小    李 跌       断          左  腿了。 
Zuótiān    Xiăo Lĭ diē      duàn      zuǒ tuǐ le.    
yesterday Xiao Li to fall to break left leg le 
Yesterday Xiao Li broke her left leg.  
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(Native speaker says this sentence does not sound odd and that this sentence 
may be uttered when Xiao Li’s left leg is still broken. According to native 
speaker the use of le emphasizes the event of Xiao Li breaking her left leg.)  
 
(29) 去年       小李      跌      断          左   腿了。 
Qùnián   Xiăo Lĭ diē      duàn      zuǒ tuǐ le. 
last year Xiao Li  to fall to break left leg le 
Last year Xiao Li broke her left leg.  
(Native speakers says this sentence does not sound odd and that this sentence 
may be uttered when Xiao Li’s left leg is still broken and also when Xiao Li’s 
left leg isn’t broken anymore.) 
 
(30) 现在      / 最近     / 刚才      小李       跌      断          左  腿了。 
Xiànzài / Zuìjìn    / Gāngcài Xiăo Lĭ diē      duàn      zuǒ tuǐ le. 
now      / recently / just now Xiao Li to fall to break left leg le 
Now / Recently / Just now Xiao Li has broken her left leg.  
(According to the native speaker this sentence does not sound odd and it may 
be uttered when Xiao Li’s left leg is still broken.) 
 
(31) *以前   小    李  跌       断         左  腿了。 
 Yĭqián Xiăo Lĭ diē      duàn      zuǒ tuǐ le. 
 before Xiao Li  to fall to break left leg le 
 *Before Xiao Li has broken her left leg.  
(According to native speaker this sentence is ungrammatical.)  
 
From these sentences it seems that the use of le in sentences with achievement verbs without 
any mentioned time adverbial, can have the present perfect reading as well as the simple past 
reading. Without any further context the present perfect reading is the preferred reading and 
implies that the mentioned event has occurred just now/recently. When a definite time 
adverbial is added, the sentence gets the simple past reading and this reading does not say 
anything about whether or not the resulting state still holds at TU. It only states when the 
mentioned event took place. When the relative time adverbials “now”, “recently” or “just now” 
are added, the sentence gets the present perfect reading and what is implied is that the 
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resulting state holds at TU. Sentences with achievement verbs and le do not seem to be able to 
co-occur with ‘before’. It is unclear why this is so.  
 
5.3 Accomplishment verbs. 
(32) 我   写         两     封    信    了。 
Wǒ xiě        liǎng fēng xìn    le. 
I     to write two   CL   letter le 
I have written two letters / I wrote two letters.  
(Native speaker says this sentence does not sound odd and without further 
context this sentence means that the event of me writing two letters has taken 
place recently. Provided with the right context it can also have the simple past 
reading.)  
 
(33) 昨天        我  写          两     封    信     了。 
Zuótiān    wǒ xiě         liǎng fēng xìn    le. 
yesterday I     to write two   CL   letter le 
Yesterday I wrote two letters.  
(Native speaker says that this sentence does not sound odd. According to native 
speaker this sentence implies that I wrote two letters yesterday, then I quit 
writing. It is possible however that I continue writing letters later on. Native 
speaker says that one (for example: the son) would utter a sentence such as (33) 
in the situation where a mother makes her son attentive on the fact that he 
should write a letter while he already wrote two letters yesterday.)   
 
(34) 现在      / 最近     / 刚才      我   写    两      封   信     了。 
Xiànzài / Zuìjìn    / Gāngcài wǒ xiě    liǎng fēng xìn    le. 
now      / recently / just now  I    write two   CL  letter le 
Now / Recently / Just now I have written two letters.  
(Native speaker says this sentence implies that I have finished the activity of 
writing two letters, but that it not necessarily implies that I am done writing 
letters.)   
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(35) *以前  我  写         两     封    信    了。 
Yĭqián wǒ xiě        liǎng fēng xìn    le. 
before  I    to write two   CL   letter le 
*Before I have written two letters.  
(Native speaker says this sentence sounds odd.) 
 
(36) 小    李 做          一   个  蛋糕    了。  
Xiăo lĭ  zuò        yī    ge  dàngāo le.  
Xiao Li to make one CL cake     le 
Xiao Li has made a cake.  
(According to native speaker this sentence is grammatically correct and 
without further context implies that Xiao Li recently made a cake. Provided the 
right context this sentence may also be uttered having the simple past reading.)  
 
(37) 昨天         小    李 做          一   个 蛋糕    了。  
Zuótiān    Xiăo lĭ  zuò        yī    ge  dàngāo le.  
yesterday Xiao Li to make one CL cake     le 
Yesterday Xiao Li made a cake.  
(According to native speaker this sentence is grammatical correct and may be 
uttered when Xiao Li has finished making a cake. Native speaker says this 
sentence may be uttered in the following context. A: “Don’t forgot to make a 
cake”. B: “zuótiān Xiăo Lĭ zuò yī ge dàngāo le” (=yesterday Xiao Li made a 
cake), implying that B does not have to make a cake anymore.)   
 
(38) 现在      / 最近     / 刚才       小    李 做          一   个  蛋糕    了。  
Xiànzài / Zuìjìn    / Gāngcài Xiăo Lĭ zuò        yī    ge  dàngāo le.  
now      / recently / just now Xiao Li to make one CL cake     le 
Now / Recently / Just now Xiao Li has made a cake. 
(According to native speaker this sentence is grammatically correct and may be 
uttered when Xiao Li has finished making a cake. This sentence merely implies 
that Xiao Li is done making a cake. It does not say anything about whether she 
will or will not make another cake.)  
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(39) 以前    小    李 做           一  个  蛋糕    了。  
Yĭqián Xiăo Lĭ zuò         yī   ge  dàngāo le.  
before  Xiao Li to make one CL cake     le 
Xiao Li has made a cake before. 
According to native speaker is sentence is correct and may be uttered when 
Xiao Li has stopped making a cake.)  
 
From the above it seems that in sentences with le and accomplishment verbs, the sentence can 
have both the present perfect and the simple past reading. Without further context however, 
the present perfect reading is the preferred reading. When a definite past time adverbial is 
added the sentence can only have the simple past reading. When the time adverbial “now”, 
“recently” or “just now” is added the sentence can only have the present perfect reading. In 
both cases what is implied is that the activity mentioned by the accomplishment verb has been 
realized, it does not say anything about whether the subject keeps writing more letters or 
making more cakes. “Yĭqián” (=before) seems to be able to co-occur with le and the 
accomplishment verb “to make a cake” and not with “to write two letters”. It is unclear why 
this is so.  
 
5.4 Stative verbs 
(40) 我   知道   了。 
Wŏ zhīdào le. 
I      know  le 
I know. / I knew. / I have known. 
(Native speaker says that without any further context this sentence has the 
present tense, meaning “I know”. By adding le one puts more emphasis to the 
sentence as in “one knows it already”. According to native speaker this 
sentence may however also be uttered in the following context, having the 
simple past meaning: 
A: 那  个   事，  你    昨天        就         知道    了吗？ 
     Nà  ge   shì,    nĭ    zuótiān     jiù         zhīdào  le ma? 
     that CL thing, you yesterday already to know le ma? 
     Did you already knew about that thing yesterday?  
B: 我   知道      了。 
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     Wŏ zhīdào    le. 
     I      to know le 
     I knew about it.       
According to native speaker sentence (41) can also occur in a context where it 
has the present perfect reading, but without a durational phrase the sentence 
sounds unfinished.)  
 
(41) 我   知道       那  个  事      了。 
Wŏ zhīdào    nà   ge   shì      le. 
I      to know that CL matter le 
I know that matter. / I knew that matter. / I have known that matter. 
(Native speaker says this sentence does not sound odd and that it is actually the 
same as the one before.) 
   
(42) 昨天        我  知道       那   个  事     了。 
Zuótiān   wŏ zhīdào    nà   ge  shì      le. 
yesterday I    to know that CL matter le 
Yesterday I became aware of that matter.  
(According to native speaker this sentence does not sound odd and this 
sentence means that you got to know something yesterday and you now still 
know it.) 
 
(43) 现在      / 最近     / 刚才       我  知道      那   个 事      了。 
Xiànzài / Zuìjìn    / Gāngcài wŏ zhīdào    nà   ge  shì      le. 
now      / recently / just now  I    to know that CL matter le 
Now I know that matter. / Recently / Just now I have come aware of that matter.   
(According to native speaker this sentence does not sound odd. With “now” it 
can only have the present tense reading. There is no difference in meaning 
without le. With “recently” or “just now” the sentence has the present perfect 
reading, implying that the mentioned state still holds at TU.)  
 
 
 
33 
 
(44) *以前    我  知道      那   个  事      了。  
  Yĭqián wŏ zhīdào    nà   ge  shì      le. 
  before  I     to know that CL matter le 
*Before I knew about that matter.  
(According to native speaker this sentence is incorrect.) 
It then seems that le in a sentence without any further context has a present tense reading. 
Provided the right context it can also have the simple past and the present perfect reading. By 
adding a time adverbial to the sentence what is referred to is merely the time at which one 
became aware of something. This is possible since “zhīdào” can mean “to know” but also “to 
become aware of”. The implication of becoming aware of something is that one knows it 
afterwards. In my opinion this explains why sentence (40) without further context has the 
present tense reading. “I have become aware of it” / “I became aware of it” in essence means 
the same as "I know it”.  
Le in sentences with stative verbs cannot co-occur with “before”. It is unclear why this 
is so.  
  
5.5 The analysis 
It turns out that le in sentences with activity verbs, achievement verbs, accomplishment verbs 
and stative verbs without any time adverbial mentioned, provided the context is right, can 
have both the simple past as well as the present perfect reading. In addition to these readings, 
the use of le in sentences with stative verbs can also have a present tense reading. Without any 
further context the preferred reading of le in sentences with activity verbs, achievement verbs 
and accomplishment verbs is the present perfect reading. Due to absence of time adverbials 
and any further context, the TT in these sentences is understood to be “the now”. So, these 
sentences with le seem to react similar to the characteristics of le as sentences with the 
English nonfinite perfect reacts to the characteristics of the nonfinite perfect. With the use of 
le in sentences with stative verbs however, it was shown, that without any further context 
provided and without any time adverbial mentioned, the preferred reading was the present 
tense reading. I believe this is due to the fact that in Mandarin stative verbs can often have 
different meanings. As was seen with the verb “zhīdào”, which can mean both “to know” as 
well as “to become aware of”. As I stated before I believe le in sentences with stative verbs, 
like “zhīdào”, can have the present tense meaning, since “I have become aware of it” / “I 
became aware of it” in essence means the same as "I know it”. 
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 In all of these preferred readings what was implied was that the mentioned activity has 
taken place recently or just a moment ago. With activity verbs it was implied that the activity 
was finished. With achievement verbs it was implied that the resulting state held at TU and 
with accomplishment verbs it was implied that the mentioned event of for instance “writing 
two letters” was finished, but not that the activity of “writing letters” was finished. With 
stative verbs what was implied was that a certain state exists at TU, which didn't before. 
 In each of the sentences, when a definite past time adverbial was added, the sentence 
only had the simple past reading. As was most clear with achievement verbs and stative verbs 
is that by adding a definite past time adverbial a statement was made merely about when the 
activity/event took place.   
 When the time adverbial “now” or a relative time adverbial like “recently” or “just 
now” was added to sentences with le with activity verbs, achievement verbs and 
accomplishment verbs the sentences only had the present perfect reading. Besides this reading 
le in such a sentence with a stative verb, in the same way as discussed before, had also the 
present tense reading.   
 In the same way as it was stated when discussing ‘aspect’, the implication of le is a 
different one depending on the kind of verb type and on the type of time adverbial used.  
 
In sum, it can be said that the characteristics of le, which itself are similar to those of the 
English nonfinite perfect, reacts in a similar way at sentence level as does the English 
nonfinite perfect. It causes a sentence without any time adverbial mentioned and without any 
further context provided to have a double reading; When a definite past time adverbial is 
added, the simple past reading is the only reading possible; And when a relative time 
adverbial or a time adverbial referring to the now is added, the present perfect is the only 
reading possible.  
 
6. Conclusion 
In this thesis I have argued that sentence le is similar to the English nonfinite “to have +-ed”. 
The English nonfinite “to have +-ed” has three characteristics, namely (1) it is nonfinite, (2) 
it denotes anteriority of the (beginning of) SitT in relation to TT, and (3) the situation/event 
has been (partly) realized at TT. These characteristics then cause a sentence with the nonfinite 
perfect to have a double reading, a perfect one and a simple past one. When a definite time 
adverbial is added it only has the simple past reading and when a relative time adverbial is 
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added (other than one indicating that the situation/event has ceased before the moment of 
utterance) it can only have the present perfect reading.  
 In sentences with le the same three characteristics are available. Then I have shown 
that sentences with le without any time adverbial mentioned (given the right context) can have 
both the simple past reading as well as the present perfect reading. When a definite past time 
adverbial was added, the sentence only got the simple past reading, only giving information 
about when a certain activity/event took place. When a relative time adverbial or a time 
adverbial referring to “the now” was added the sentence only got the present perfect reading. 
Given these results I conclude that le is similar to the English nonfinite perfect “to have + -
ed”.   
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